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(57) Abstract: The present disclosure relates to methods of presenting al- 
ternative products to a customer for comparison. In one embodiment, the 
method comprises prompting a customer to select from one of at least two 
product comparison methods (10) selected from the group including a tab- 
ulated result method (16), an ordered hierarchy method (18), and a non- 
weighted listing method (20). The tabulated result method prompts the cus- 
tomer to select the product features most important to the customer from a 
list and presents a table that crosses these features with available products. 
The ordered hierarchy method prompts the customer to answer at least one 
question relevant to the product selection decision and then presents a list 
of available products based upon the customer response. The non-weighted 
listing method presents the customer with a list of available products and 
permits the customer to view details of each available product. 
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METHODS FOR PRESENTING ALTERNATIVE 
PRODUCTS FOR COMPARISON 

CROSS-REFERENCETO RELATED APPLICATION 

5 The present application claims the benefit of the filing date of U.S. Provisional 

Patent Application Serial No. 60/1 48,394, filed August 1 1 , 1 999 and U.S. Utility Patent 
Application Serial No. 09/5 1 5,878. 



FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

10 The present disclosure relates to methods for presenting alternative products, 

such as goods or services, for comparison. Such goods or services can, by way of 
example, include plans related to financial planning, insurance, banking, and 
investing. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

15 When presenting a potential purchaser with a variety of goods or services, it 

often is helpful to the customer to be provided with comparative information 
concerning the available goods or services to aid the customer in deciding upon which 
good or service to purchase. Such comparison typically is made by sequentially 
reviewing all of the specific features of each available good or service, mentally 

20 comparing these features in view of those of the other goods or services, and 
considering the features in view of the customer's own needs. 

Although this method is effective, it can be time consuming and, depending 
upon the underlying subject matter to which the good or service is related, can be 
difficult for the customer. For this reason, it would be desirable to provide a customer 

25 with various alternative methods with which the customer could compare various 
alternative goods and/or services offered by one or more providers. Moreover, it 
would be advantageous for at least one of these methods to be at least partially 
automated such that the customer need not investigate each available good or service 
in detail before arriving at a purchase decision. 

30 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present disclosure relates to methods, systems, and articles of manufacture 

for presenting alternative products to a customer for comparison, such as through an 

1 
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Internet website which also provides for purchasing, for example. In one embodiment, 
the method comprises prompting a customer to select from one of at least two product 
comparison methods selected from the group including a tabulated result method, an 
ordered hierarchy method, and a non-weighted listing method. According to the 
5 tabulated result method, the customer is prompted to select the product features most 
important to the customer from a list of product features. Once these features are 
selected, a table that crosses the selected features against the available products can be 
presented to the customer so that he or she can compare the available products in 
terms of satisfaction of these selected features. 

10 In the ordered hierarchy method, the customer is prompted to answer at least 

one choice question relevant to the product selection decision. After answering the 
question(s), the customer is presented with a list of available products in descending 
order of relevance based upon the customer response. 

Finally, in the non-weighted listing method, the customer simply is presented 

15 with a list of available products and permitted to view details of each available 
product. 

The features and advantages of this invention will become apparent upon 
reading the following specification, when taken in conjunction with the accompanying 
drawings. 

20 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The invention can be better understood with reference to the following drawings. 
The components in the drawings are not necessarily to scale, emphasis instead being 
placed upon clearly illustrating the principles of the present invention. 
25 FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of a network system usable with the present 

invention. 

FIG. 2 is a flow chart providing an overview of a method for presenting 
alternative products for comparison. 

30 FIGS. 3-3J are exemplary web pages that can be used by a customer in the 

method of FIG. 2. 

2 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

Referring now in more detail to the drawings, in which like numerals indicate 
corresponding parts throughout the several views, FIG. 1 shows an exemplary 
embodiment of a system 1 for presenting alternative products for comparison. For 

5 purposes of the present disclosure, the term "product" is used to designate goods 
and/or services that a provider may wish to sell to a customer. Likewise, the term 
"provider" is intended to include consolidators or brokers of products ultimately 
provided by one or more other entities. 

As indicated in FIG. 1, the system 1 includes a network system 2 having one 

10 or more processors, computers, and other hardware and software components 
implementing and controlling presentation, i.e., the overall operation of the system. 
In addition, the network system preferably includes program software which 
comprises an ordered listing of executable instructions for implementing logical 
functions, which can be embodied in any computer-readable medium for use by or in 

15 connection with an instruction execution system, apparatus, or device, such as a 
computer-based system, processor-containing system, or other system that can fetch 
the instructions from the instruction execution system, apparatus, or device and 
execute the instructions. In the context of this document, a "computer-readable 
medium" can be any means that can contain, store, communicate, propagate, or 

20 transport the program for use by or in connection with the instruction execution 
system, apparatus, or device. The computer readable medium can be, for example but 
not limited to, an electronic, magnetic, optical, electromagnetic, infrared, or 
semiconductor system, apparatus, device, or propagation medium. More specific 
examples (a nonexhaustive list) of the computer-readable medium would include the 

25 following: an electrical connection (electronic) having one or more wires, a portable 
computer diskette (magnetic), a random access memory (RAM) (magnetic), a read- 
only memory (ROM) (magnetic), an erasable programmable read-only memory 
(EPROM or Flash memory) (magnetic), an optical fiber (optical), and a portable 
compact disc read-only memory (CDROM) (optical). Note that the computer- 

30 readable medium could even be paper or another suitable medium upon which the 
program is printed, as the program can be electronically captured, via for instance 
optical scanning of the paper or other medium, then compiled, interpreted or 

3 
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otherwise processed in a suitable manner if necessary, and then stored in a computer 
memory. 

The network system 2 is connected to one or more network devices 3 which 
operably couples the network system 2 to a wide area network 4. It is to be 
5 appreciated that this wide area network 4 can take a variety of forms, for example, a 
local area network, a satellite communications network, a commercial value-added 
network, the Internet, ordinary telephone lines, or private leased lines. Most 
preferably, however, the wide area network 4 includes the Internet. 

The network system 2 can be any combination of hardware and software 

10 having the capability of handling real-time, multi-tasking, local and remote-access 
software database applications. Preferably, when the network system 2 is adopted to 
operate via the Internet, the network system includes a network server (not shown). In 
addition to the presentation of alternative products, the network system 2 also can 
provide a centralized database which accumulates customer data. 

15 Customers can access the system program via a processing system 5 which 

can, for example, include a personal computer. Normally these processing systems 5 
will be operably coupled to the network system 2 through a network device 6 that 
connects the customer to the wide area network 4 such as the Internet. It is through 
this connection that the customer may enter information and selections prior to 

20 products being presented. 

FIG. 2 shows an exemplary embodiment of a method of presenting alternative 
products for comparison. In a first present embodiment, the products that are to be 
compared comprise flat fee financial planning packages. These packages are 
presented to the customer via the provider's website posted on the World Wide Web. 

25 In this embodiment example, the website can include a financial planning menu page 
which contains several different plan comparison options from which the customer is 
prompted to select as indicated in block 10 in FIG. 2. By way of example, the 
financial planning menu page can be configured as illustrated in FIG. 3. As shown in 
this figure, the various plan comparison methods can be presented to the customer at a 

30 comparison methods selection area 12 of the page. From the financial planning home 
page, the customer can select one of the available comparison methods as indicated in 
block 14 of FIG. 2. In the exemplary embodiment disclosed herein, these methods 

4 
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can include a tabulated result method 16, an ordered hierarchy method 18, and a non- 
weighted listing method 20. As illustrated in FIG. 3, links to web pages pertaining to 
these methods can be listed in area 12 as "Plans Side By Side" 22, "Needs Analysis" 
24, and "Product Details" 26, respectively. 
5 With the tabulated results method 16, the customer is provided with a listing of 

various financial planning features in which the customer may or may not be interested. 
The customer is, as indicated at block 28 in FIG. 2, prompted to select several, for 
example five, of the individual features from the listing which the customer feels are 
most important with regard to his or her financial planning. FIG. 3A illustrates an 

10 example web page in which the various financial planning features can be provided to 
the customer in an extended list 30. As shown in this figure, the financial planning 
features can include, for instance, 40 IK planning, asset allocation, budgeting, car 
purchase, cash flow analysis, disability funding, education funding, home purchase, 
insurance, investment earnings, managing personal debt, net worth, personal goal 

15 funding, recommended stock portfolio, recommended mutual funds, retirement, and 
taxes. As is further shown in FIG. 3 A, each of these features can be presented with an 
accompanying selection box 32 that the customer can check, for example, by "clicking" 
with a mouse. 

Once the customer identifies the features which he or she desires, as indicated in 
20 block 34 of FIG. 2, the customer is presented with a tabulated side-by-side comparison 
of each of the available financial planning packages which are offered by the provider as 
indicated in block 36. In a preferred arrangement, each of the financial planning features 
previously provided to the customer are contained in the tabulation, with the features 
specifically selected by the customer appearing in bold font and at the top of the 
25 tabulation. Alternatively, non-selected features are not displayed at all on Fig. 3B. This 
tabulation crosses each feature against each available package and indicates whether the 
particular package provides that particular feature. By way of example, this tabulation 
can be presented in a web page such as that shown in FIG. 3B, which would be 
generated if a user selected 401(k) planning, managing personal debt, etc., from the 
30 screen of FIG. 3 A. As indicated in FIG. 3B, a table 38 can be provided in which each of 
the features is listed along a vertical axis 40 of the table and several or all of the 
available packages are listed along a horizontal axis 42 of the table. Availability of a 
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particular feature with regard to a particular package can be indicated in the affirmative 
with, for example, a solid block 44. In addition to this tabulated information, the price 
of each available package can be listed in a price row 46. After the customer has 
reviewed the tabular information contained in the table 38, he or she can either review 

5 the details of each of the available packages by selecting a "details" link presented in 
row 48 of the table, or can place an order for one or more of the packages by selecting 
"Order Plan" links contained within row 50 of the table. The details of each package 
can be presented on individual web pages that, for instance, take the form of those 
illustrated in FIGS. 3C-3F. As indicated in these figures, the detail pages describe each 

10 package in terms of the specific features available of the package, the topics covered by 
the package, and all included items of the package. Again, the customer is provided 
with the option to order the particular package by selecting, for example, "Order Plan" 
link 70. After the details of one or more of the packages have been reviewed, the 
customer can either order the package by selecting the "Order Plan" link 70 or can 

15 simply continue by selecting "continue" link 72 from the details pages shown in these 
figures. With reference back to FIG. 2 at block 52, the customer then may either leave 
the website or return to the financial planning menu page to make further selections, 
including utilizing alternate comparison methods. 

According to the ordered hierarchy method 18, the customer is presented with 

20 several questions regarding his or her financial planning interests as indicated at block 
54. By way of example, these questions can be presented to the customer with a web 
page such as that illustrated in FIG. 3G. As shown in this figure, the questions can be 
presented at a question area 55, with potential answers in an answer area 56, and can 
include questions and answer options relating to, for example, the level of financial 

25 planning expertise of the customer, how often the customer updates his or her financial 
plan, and the importance of various financial planning features to the customer. 
Preferably, the customer is provided with a multiple choice of answers that can be 
selected. When multiple choice questions are presented, the customer can select an 
answer, for example, by selecting a check box 58 with a mouse. Once the customer 

30 answers the questions as indicated in block 60 of FIG. 2, the customer is presented with 
a list of some or all of the packages available from the provider in descending order of 
relevance to the particular financial planning needs identified by customer as indicated 

6 
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at block 62. In one embodiment of the invention, the ranking of the various displayed 
packages can be performed by assigning a point value to each package relative to each 
customer answer and calculating a total of all points for each package. The tracking 
process is performed preferably, by webserver (FIG. 1) as a software implemented 

5 process. For instance, if a customer's answer indicated that portfolio tracking is 
"important" to the customer, packages providing for this feature would be assigned 
points while packages not providing this feature would accumulate no points in regard 
to this answer. Further by way of example, if the customer identified that portfolio 
tracking was "very important," packages with substantial emphasis o portfolio tracking 

10 may receive a higher number of points than packages which offer this feature with less 
emphasis. Similarly, where a feature is identified as "very important" but is not offered 
in a particular package, negative points may be assigned to the plan to lower the 
package's position in the ranking or even remove the package from the listing all 
together. For example, if a very negative point number is assigned to one answer of one 

15 question, such an answer could cause the sum of all question points for a particular 
package to be negative, regardless of the answers to other questions. 

FIGS. 3H and 31 show example web pages containing results from answers 
provided by the customer. As indicated in these figures, the various packages can be 
presented in individual blocks 64 that, by way of example, include a bullet listing of 

20 included features and a brief summary of the package. In addition, each block 64 of 
information can include a "See Details" link 66 with which the customer can review 
details of the individual packages in subsequent web pages, and an "Order package" link 
68 with which the customer can actually order the package. After reviewing these 
results and obtaining the desired information, the customer can leave the site or return to 

25 the financial planning menu page, as indicated at 74 in FIG. 2. 

With regard to the non-weighted listing method 20 identified in FIG. 2, the 
customer is presented with a list of each package the provider makes available to the 
customer, as indicated at block 76. As indicated at block 78, the customer can select 
from these available packages to receive details regarding the selected package, as 

30 indicated at block 80, to compare the merits of the various packages and determine 
which best suits his or her financial planning needs. By way of example, this list of 
packages can be provided to the customer with a web page arranged as indicated in FIG. 

7 
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3 J. As illustrated in this figure, the packages can be provided in list 82 form with the 
title of each displayed, and most preferably, a link 84 that can take the customer to a 
further web page which provides details as to the various features of the available 
packages. By way of example, these detail web pages can be arranged similarly to those 
5 illustrated in FIGS. 3C-3F and discussed in reference to the tabulated result method 16. 
After reviewing these details and/or placing an order, the customer can quit the website 
or return to the financial planning menu page as indicated at block 86 in FIG. 2. 

In a second embodiment, the products to be compared in the inventive method 
relate to variably priced providers, with examples including financing products, such as 

10 automobile financing, home mortgage financing, and the like. In that such financing 
normally is not provided to a general public at standardized rates, but instead varies 
according to the particular applicant's financial situation, the products available for 
comparison vary in availability and terms from customer to customer. Accordingly, to 
determine which financing products are available to the customer for comparison, it 

15 typically must be determined which products the customer qualifies for before 
comparison can be made. 

One highly effective method of determining the various products for which a 
customer would qualify is disclosed in U.S. Patent Application Serial No. 09/203,954, 
which is hereby incorporated by reference into the present disclosure. That patent 

20 application discloses a comparative quoting system for multiple providers of a variety 
of financial products. In that comparative quoting system, quote request information 
is first collected from the customers. That information is then used to generate quote 
result information typically culled from a plurality of remotely located financing 
providers. 

25 Where a comparative quoting system such as that disclosed in the 

aforementioned patent application is implemented in a method according to the 
present invention, the comparative quote result information can be provided to the 
customer in at least the three different methods described in detail in relation to 
financial planning packages in the foregoing. Accordingly, the comparison methods 

30 used to review the financing products can be selected from the group including a 
tabulated result method, an ordered hierarchy method, and a non-weighted listing 
method. 
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With the tabulated result method, described in the foregoing, the customer can 
be provided with a listing of various financing product features that the customer may or 
may not consider to be important. By way of example, these features can relate to 
interest rate, variability of interest rate, loan term, required down payment, and the like. 
5 Once the important aspects of the financing product have been identified by the 
customer, the customer can be presented with a tabulated side-by-side comparison of 
each of the available financing products available to the customer from the provider. As 
with the financial planning embodiment, this tabulation crosses each feature against 
each available product. By way of example, this tabulation can be presented in a web 

10 page (similar to that referenced above). Normally, if the customer finds a product he or 
she wishes to order, he or she can place an order directly from the page. 

When the ordered hierarchy method is implemented, the customer can be 
presented with several questions regarding his or her financing product desires. As with 
the financial planning embodiment, these questions can be presented to the customer 

15 with a web page (not shown) and can include, for instance, questions relating to the 
interest rate range that the customer would find acceptable, whether the customer is 
interested in a fixed or variable interest rate, the duration of the loan term the customer 
desires, the amount of down payment the customer can afford, and the like. Preferably, 
the customer is provided with a multiple choice of answers that can be individually 

20 selected. Once the customer answers the questions, the customer is presented with a list 
of some or all of the financing products available to the customer from the provider in 
descending order of relevance to the particular financing needs identified by customer. 
These results can be ranked by the system as by assigning a point value to each product 
in the same manner to that described in detail with relation to the financial planning 

25 embodiment. Accordingly, the products reflecting the most important aspects identified 
by the customer will have higher point values and therefore will top the list. 

In another embodiment, the provider is provided an option of securing a 
comparison method before quote information is obtained and processed. With regard to 
both the tabulated resort and ordered hierarchy methods, other embodiments also 

30 include obtaining the comparison options before the quote information is obtained and 
processed. 

With regard to the non-weighted listing method, the customer can be presented 

9 
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with a list of each financing product the provider makes available to the customer. The 
customer can then select from these available products to receive details regarding the 
selected product, and make a determination as to which suits his or her needs best 

In another example embodiment, the products to be compared in the inventive 
method relate to insurance plans. By way of example, the insurance plans can pertain 
to automobile insurance, homeowner's insurance, life insurance, and the like. In that 
such insurance, like financing, normally is not provided to the general public at 
standardized rates, it typically first must be determined which products the customer 
qualifies for before comparison can be made. Again, suitable for making this 
determination is the comparative quoting system described in the aforementioned 
patent application which has been incorporated by reference. 

Accordingly, for the tabulated result method, the customer can be provided with 
a listing of various insurance plan features that the customer may or may not consider to 
be important. By way of example, these features can relate to amount of insurance 
premium, amount of insurance deductible, extent amount of coverage, and the like. The 
customer then can be presented with a tabulated side-by-side comparison of each of the 
insurance plans available to the customer from the provider. With the ordered hierarchy 
method, the customer can be presented with several questions regarding the insurance 
plan features. The customer then can be presented with a list of some or all of the 
insurance plans available to the customer from the provider in descending order of 
relevance to the particular financing needs identified by the customer. Finally, with 
regard to the non-weighted listing method, the customer can simply be presented with a 
list of each insurance plan for which the customer likely qualifies. 

With the herein described method of presenting products, the customer is 
provided with several tools with which to make an informed decision as to which 
product would best suit his or her personal situation. Accordingly, the customer can, if 
desired, utilize each method individually to determine which available product aligns 
most closely with his or her most important values and personal needs. While preferred 
embodiments of the invention have been disclosed in detail in the foregoing description 
and drawings, it will be understood by those skilled in the art that variations and 
modifications thereof can be made without departing from the spirit and scope of the 
invention as set forth in the following claims. 

10 
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CLAIMS 

1. A method for presenting alternative products for comparison, 
comprising: 

prompting a customer to select from one of at least two product comparison 
5 methods, the comparison methods being selected from the group including 

a tabulated result method, 
an ordered hierarchy method, 
a non-weighted listing method; and 
receiving an indication of a customer selection; 
10 wherein the tabulated result method comprises prompting the customer to 

select the product features most important to the customer from a list of product 
features and subsequently presenting a table to the customer that crosses the selected 
features against the available products; 

wherein the ordered hierarchy method comprises prompting the customer to 
15 answer at least one multiple choice question and presenting the products to the 
customer in descending order of relevance based upon the customer response; and 

wherein the non-weighted listing method comprises presenting a list of 
available products to the customer and permitting the customer to select to view 
details of each available product. 

20 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the table presented in the tabulated 
result method includes all of the listed product features. 

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the product features selected by the 
25 customer are placed at the top of the table. 

4. The method of claim 2, wherein the product features selected by the 
customer are the only features provided in the table. 

30 5. The method of claim 1, wherein the steps of presenting the products to 

the customer in descending order of relevance based upon the customer response in 
the ordered hierarchy method includes assigning point values to the various available 

11 
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products based upon the customer response. 

6. The method of claim 5, wherein higher point values are assigned to 
products that closely satisfy the customer needs indicated by the customer response. 

5 

7. The method of claim 6, wherein negative point values are assigned to 
products that clearly do not satisfy customer needs indicated by the customer 
response. 

10 8. A method for presenting alternative products for comparison, 

comprising: 

presenting a customer with a list of product features that may be considered to 
be important to the customer; 

prompting the customer to select the product features that the customer 
15 considers to be most important to the customer; 

receiving the customer response; and 

presenting a table to the customer that crosses the customer selected product 
features against the available products, wherein the table indicates which of the 
available products contains the individual customer selected product features. 

20 

9. The method of claim 8, wherein the table presented to the customer 
includes all of the product features initially presented to the customer and indicates 
which of the available products contains the individual product features. 

25 10. The method of claim 9, wherein the product features selected by the 

customer are placed at the top of the table. 

11. A method for presenting alternative products for comparison, 
comprising: 

30 presenting a customer with at least one question relevant to the product 

selection process; 

prompting the customer to answer the at least one question; 

12 
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receiving the customer response; and 

presenting the products to the customer in descending order of relevance based 
upon the customer response. 

5 12. The method of claim 11, wherein the step of presenting the products to 

the customer in descending order of relevance based upon the customer response 
includes assigning point values to the various available products based upon the 
customer response. 

10 13. The method of claim 12, wherein higher point values are assigned to 

products that closely satisfy the customer needs indicated by the customer response. 

14. The method of claim 13, wherein negative point values are assigned to 
products that clearly do not satisfy customer needs indicated by the customer 

15 response. 

15. A computer program for presenting alternative products for 
comparison, said program being embodied on a computer-readable medium, said 
program comprising: 

20 a first code segment, said first code segment prompting a customer to select 

from one of at least two product comparison methods, the comparison methods being 
selected from the group including 

a tabulated result method, 
an ordered hierarchy method, 
25 a non-weighted listing method; and 

a second code segment, said second code segment receiving an indication of a 
customer selection; 

wherein the tabulated result method comprises prompting the customer to 
select the product features most important to the customer from a list of product 
30 features and subsequently presenting a table to the customer that crosses the selected 
features against the available products; 

wherein the ordered hierarchy method comprises prompting the customer to 
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answer at least one multiple choice question and presenting the products to the 
customer in descending order of relevance based upon the customer response; and 

wherein the non-weighted listing method comprises presenting a list of 
available products to the customer and permitting the customer to select to view 
5 details of each available product. 

16. The computer program of claim 15, wherein the table presented in the 
tabulated result method includes all of the listed product features. 

10 17. The computer program of claim 16, wherein the product features 

selected by the customer are placed at the top of the table. 

18. The computer program of claim 16, wherein the product features 
selected by the customer are the only features provided in the table. 

15 

19. The computer program of claim 1 5, wherein the steps of presenting the 
products to the customer in descending order of relevance based upon the customer 
response in the ordered hierarchy method includes assigning point values to the 
various available products based upon the customer response. ■ 

20 

20. The computer program of claim 19, wherein higher point values are 
assigned to products that closely satisfy the customer needs indicated by the customer 
response. 

25 21. The computer program of claim 20, wherein negative point values are 

assigned to products that clearly do not satisfy customer needs indicated by the 
customer response. 

22. A computer data signal for presenting alternative products for 
comparison, said signal being embodied in a propagated medium, said computer data 
30 signal comprising: 

a first code segment, said first code segment prompting a customer to select 
from one of at least two product comparison methods, the comparison methods being 
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selected from the group including 

a tabulated result method, 
an ordered hierarchy method, 
a non-weighted listing method; and 
5 a second code segment, said segment code segment receiving an indication of 

a customer selection; 

wherein the tabulated result method comprises prompting the customer to 
select the product features most important to the customer from a list of product 
features and subsequently presenting a table to the customer that crosses the selected 
10 features against the available products; 

wherein the ordered hierarchy method comprises prompting the customer to 
answer at least one multiple choice question and presenting the products to the 
customer in descending order of relevance based upon the customer response; and 

wherein the non-weighted listing method comprises presenting a list of 
15 available products to the customer and permitting the customer to select to view 
details of each available product. 

23. The computer data signal of claim 22, wherein the table presented in 
the tabulated result method includes all of the listed product features. 

20 

24. The computer data signal of claim 23, wherein the product features 
selected by the customer are placed at the top of the table. 

25. The computer data signal of claim 23, wherein the product features 
25 selected by the customer are the only features provided in the table. 

26. The computer data signal of claim 22, wherein the steps of presenting 
the products to the customer in descending order of relevance based upon the 
customer response in the ordered hierarchy method includes assigning point values to 

30 the various available products based upon the customer response. 

27. The computer data signal of claim 26, wherein higher point values are 
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assigned to products that closely satisfy the customer needs indicated by the customer 
response. 

28. The computer data signal of claim 27, wherein negative point values 
5 are assigned to products that clearly do not satisfy customer needs indicated by the 

customer response. 

29. The computer data signal of claim 22, wherein said propagated 
medium is a carrier wave. 

10 

30. The computer data signal of claim 22, wherein said propagated 
medium is a conductor. 



31. The computer data signal of claim 22, wherein said propagated 
15 medium is an optical fiber. 

32. A web server comprising: 

logic configured to prompt a customer to select from one of at least two 
product comparison methods, the comparison methods being selected from the group 
20 including 

a tabulated result method, 
an ordered hierarchy method, 
a non-weighted listing method; and 
logic configured to receive an indication of a customer selection; 
25 wherein the tabulated result method comprises prompting the customer to 

select the product features most important to the customer from a list of product 
features and subsequently presenting a table to the customer that crosses the selected 
features against the available products; 

wherein the ordered hierarchy method comprises prompting the customer to 
30 answer at least one multiple choice question and presenting the products to the 
customer in descending order of relevance based upon the customer response; and 

wherein the non-weighted listing method comprises presenting a list of 
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available products to the customer and permitting the customer to select to view 
details of each available product. 

33. The web server of claim 32, wherein the table presented in the 
5 tabulated result method includes all of the listed product features. 

34. The web server of claim 33, wherein the product features selected by 
the customer are placed at the top of the table. 

10 35. The web server of claim 33, wherein the product features selected by 

the customer are the only features provided in the table. 

36. The web server of claim 32, wherein the steps of presenting the 
products to the customer in descending order of relevance based upon the customer 

15 response in the ordered hierarchy method includes assigning point values to the 
various available products based upon the customer response. 

37. The web server of claim 36, wherein higher point values are assigned 
to products that closely satisfy the customer needs indicated by the customer response. 

20 

38. The web server of claim 37, wherein negative point values are assigned 
to products that clearly do not satisfy customer needs indicated by the customer 
response. 

25 39. A web server comprising: 

means for prompting a customer to select from one of at least two product 
comparison methods, the comparison methods being selected from the group 
including 

a tabulated result method, 
30 an ordered hierarchy method, 

a non-weighted listing method; and 
means for receiving an indication of a customer selection; 
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wherein the tabulated result method comprises prompting the customer to 
select the product features most important to the customer from a list of product 
features and subsequently presenting a table to the customer that crosses the selected 
features against the available products; 

5 wherein the ordered hierarchy method comprises prompting the customer to 

answer at least one multiple choice question and presenting the products to the 
customer in descending order of relevance based upon the customer response; and 

wherein the non-weighted listing method comprises presenting a list of 
available products to the customer and permitting the customer to select to view 

10 details of each available product. 

40. The web server of claim 39, wherein the table presented in the 
tabulated result method includes all of the listed product features. 

15 41. The web server of claim 40, wherein the product features selected by 

the customer are placed at the top of the table. 

42. The web server of claim 40, wherein the product features selected by 
the customer are the only features provided in the table. 

20 

43. The web server of claim 39, wherein the steps of presenting the 
products to the customer in descending order of relevance based upon the customer 
response in the ordered hierarchy method includes assigning point values to the 
various available products based upon the customer response. 

25 

44. The web server of claim 43, wherein higher point values are assigned 
to products that closely satisfy the customer needs indicated by the customer response. 

45. The web server of claim 44, wherein negative point values are assigned 
30 to products that clearly do not satisfy customer needs indicated by the customer 

response. 



18 



WO 01/11532 



PCT/US00/40621 



46. A method in which alternative products are presented to a customer for 
comparison, comprising the steps of: 

a network system prompting a customer to select from one of at least two 
5 product comparison methods, the comparison methods being selected from the group 
including 

a tabulated result method, 
an ordered hierarchy method, 
a non-weighted listing method; 
10 the customer indicating the customer selection; 

the network system receiving the customer selection; 

wherein the tabulated result method comprises prompting the customer to 
select the product features most important to the customer from a list of product 
features and subsequently presenting a table to the customer that crosses the selected 
15 features against the available products; 

wherein the ordered hierarchy method comprises prompting the customer to 
answer at least one multiple choice question and presenting the products to the 
customer in descending order of relevance based upon the customer response; and 

wherein the non-weighted listing method comprises presenting a list of 
20 available products to the customer and permitting the customer to select to view 
details of each available product. 

47. The method of claim 46, wherein the table presented in the tabulated 
result method includes all of the listed product features. 

25 

48. The method of claim 47, wherein the product features selected by the 
customer are placed at the top of the table. 



49. The method of claim 47, wherein the product features selected by the 
30 customer are the only features provided in the table. 



50. The method of claim 46, wherein the steps of presenting the products 
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to the customer in descending order of relevance based upon the customer response in 
the ordered hierarchy method includes assigning point values to the various available 
products based upon the customer response. 

51. The method of claim 50, wherein higher point values are assigned to 
products that closely satisfy the customer needs indicated by the customer response. 

52. The method of claim 5 1 , wherein negative point values are assigned to 
products that clearly do not satisfy customer needs indicated by the customer 
response. 
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